The Effectiveness of the Boxall Profile

· The Boxall Profile is a two part check list to be completed by staff who know the child in class.  It provides a framework for the precise assessment of children who are failing in school and helps teachers to plan focused intervention.
· Confronted with a child whose anxiety-provoking behaviour seems to make no sense, the Profile is where you start. It gives you insights and suggests points of entry into the child’s world:  writes a teacher with a class of 6-year olds.
· It is very easy to use, quick and constructive. It is only too easy for teachers to start labelling children as aggressive or psychopathic. The Profile makes people think about what lies behind the behaviour: writes the Head of Education in a residential special school for children with serious emotional and behavioural difficulties.

· Why is the Profile so relevant today? It is widely agreed that children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD) are the biggest challenge to the good running of schools. These are children who do not respond to teachers’ best efforts, they fail to learn, they can leave staff teachers, frustrated, quite often resentful and with their professional confidence undermined.  They also spoil the atmosphere for the rest of the class, consuming the teacher’s time and energy, which other children could use so much better.  

· While a well delivered curriculum, a behaviour policy owned by all concerned are all central to running a good school this is not enough to meet the needs of children with SEBD. A big part of the problem is that their behaviour appears to make no sense; it achieves nothing for the child. So what is it about the Boxall Profile that has helped literally thousands of teachers and learning assistants to succeed, sometimes quite dramatically, in changing the response of troubled and troublesome children?  First the concepts on which it is based need to be understood. 

Where did the Boxall Profile come from?

· The Profile developed as part of the nurture group movement. Nurture groups were started in Hackney, Inner London, in 1969, the response of Marjorie Boxall, an educational psychologist, to the high levels of distress in primary schools at a time of great social upheaval and teacher shortage. Referrals to special schools for children seen as having SEBD had reached unmanageable levels. The annual rate of staff turnover in many schools had reached 50%. 

· Boxall brought into school a different way of looking at the behaviour that was getting in the way of the child’s progress. She focused on children’s early development, on their self concept, on the attitudes they had absorbed and brought with them into school.  She understood the difficulties presented by most of these children as the outcome of impoverished early nurturing. Lacking an adequate experience of being cherished and attended to, for whatever reason, they were not able to make trusting relationships with adults or to respond appropriately to other children. They were unready to meet the social and intellectual demands of school life and so failed.

·  This way of thinking made sense to teachers, who knew of the stresses in the lives of many local families. They were  also well aware of  pressures brought about by ‘child-centred’ education which  took for granted the child’s ability to organise themselves, to sit round tables, cooperating with each other, with much less structure  and supervision than in the old style classrooms.  Nurture groups quickly became established in many schools in Inner London and staff saw great progress in children who had been on the verge of exclusion. They also saw a great improvement in staff morale as teachers and assistants realised that they could develop the skills to improve children’s lives quite fundamentally.

· Classic nurture groups are small classes of between 6 – 8 children, centrally situated in a mainstream school, understood and supported by the whole staff. Children register with their base class and return to it for part of the day. The group has two staff, usually a teacher and an assistant, who understand  the developmental processes of childhood, that some children get stuck at an early stage and need experiences appropriate to that stage to move on. They realise that the child’s first need is to build up trust. This is achieved by demonstrating acceptance of the child as s/he is, and as confidence grows offering work appropriate to the stage they have reached. There are secure routines, always explained, no prior knowledge is taken for granted. The child is always listened to, with staff doing what every attentive parent does, commenting on what the child tells them, expanding it, putting it in a wider context, in short helping the child to make sense of their world.  The National Curriculum is taught but in a way which fits in with the child’s developmental needs.

· Boxall took a central and active part in sharing her knowledge of child development with staff working in nurture groups and training them to look at maladaptive behaviour as an expression of underlying distress.  She also freely acknowledged that though the original concept was hers it was teachers and assistants running the groups who “picked it up and ran with it”. As their experience grew, staff began to want a way of looking more precisely at the hindrances to learning they saw in their pupils. They also wanted to be able to measure change and progress. This was the start of the Boxall Profile. 

· Some schools do not have nurture groups; they may lack the resources or may even not have many children who cannot be adequately helped in the normal classroom. But the experience of nurture groups over the past generation has brought about a much greater understanding of  the emotional content of learning. This is now being widely recognised as ‘emotional literacy’ and seen as relevant to all children. As the head teacher of one of the first junior schools to set up a nurture group wrote of the Profile:-“We gained a sort of positive language. To identify where a child is in different areas in its development was quite tough; there was no history or training or background to doing that. It helped people to look more perceptively,  to think where does this behaviour come from? It put some structure into teachers' thinking and reporting”
· Many children in school are insecure about their worth, often not able to articulate their feelings. Instead they show their discomfort by withdrawal, achieving much less than they could, not making good relationships. Others may act out their feelings of anger and failure by minor or major acts of disrupting the progress of others. Whatever, they do not get positively engaged in education. Understanding what lies behind this can make all teachers much more confident in their class management which is where the Boxall Profile comes in. 

The Boxall Profile: Handbook for Teachers

· The Handbook provides background information, case material to illustrate the use of the Profile and an account of how the Profile evolved. The Profile was published in cyclostyled form by the Inner London Education in 1984, its use largely confined to those active in nurture group work and  so already familiar with the underlying concepts.  As staff working in other settings began to hear of its effectiveness, it was decided to publish the Profile in a more formal Handbook.*  Its contents  help users to understand the  concepts  which are the  basis for using the profile to best effect so it is essential that the Profile should only be used in conjunction with the Handbook.

 Using the Profile

· The Profile is a wide sheet of paper folded twice to form an eight page booklet.  It has two Sections each consisting of a list of 34 descriptive items to be scored by a member of staff who knows the child well in class. Each list has a histogram on which the scores are recorded. Each scores has a letter alongside it, the scores for each letter are added up and put in Columns with the same letter.  (A sample from the first Section, below, shows  the layout).

· Section I, Developmental Strands, measures progress through the different aspects of development in the pre-school years.  Satisfactory completion of this first stage of learning is essential if children are to make good use of their educational opportunities so being able to identify the child’s strengths and weaknesses allows staff to focus on  the areas where extra support is most needed. The Section has two clusters, the first assessing the child’s organisation of their learning experiences: the second, their internalisation of controls. Each cluster has 5 Columns:-

 Cluster 1. Organisation of experience

Column A. Gives purposeful attention

Column B. Participates constructively

Column C. Connects up experiences

Column D. Shows insightful involvement

Column E. Engages cognitively with peers

The items in column A to E are of increasing complexity and reflect levels of engagement with the world and awareness of others. For example, unless the child attends to what is going on (A) s/he will not score well on the later columns. A child who scores in the range found in children without significant emotional and behavioural difficulties, which is shown by shading at the top of each  column, is making good progress.  High scores in all columns  describe a child who is organised, attentive and interested, and is involved purposefully and constructively in events, people and ideas. 

Cluster 2. Internalisation of  controls 

Column F.  Is emotionally secure

Column G.  Is biddable and accepts constraints

Column H. Accommodates to others

Column I.   Responds constructively to others

Column J.  Maintains internalised standards

As in Cluster 1, there is a sequence in the columns. For example, a child who is deeply insecure is unlikely to be able to accept constraints, will have difficulty relating to others and will be uncertain of the standards that should have been internalised. 

Overall high scores  describe a child who is emotionally secure, makes constructive, adaptive relationships, is able to co-operate with others, and has internalised the controls necessary for social functioning.

A high score on Developmental Strands is good:  children needing nurture group or other special help have low scores. On the Diagnostic Profile, high scores are a sign that the child has problems. Columns are of different heights because they are based on different numbers of items. 
Section II, the Diagnostic Profile, consists of items describing behaviours that inhibit or interfere with the child's satisfactory involvement in school. They are directly or indirectly the outcome of impaired learning in the earliest years. The Section has three clusters, ‘self-limiting features’, ‘undeveloped behaviour’ and ‘unsupported development’.

Cluster 1. Self‑limiting features

Column Q. Disengaged

Column R. Self-negating

Cluster 2. Undeveloped behaviour

Column S. Makes undifferentiated  attachments 

Column T. Shows inconsequential behaviour

         Column U: Craves attachment, reassurance

Cluster 3. Unsupported development

Column V. Avoids/rejects attachment

Column W. Has undeveloped insecure sense of self

Column X. Shows negativism towards self

Column Y. Shows negativism towards others

Column Z. Wants, grabs, disregarding others

· SEE BELOW FOR BOX INSERT OF PROFILE OUTLINE TO SHOW LAYOUT
· SEE BELOW FOR BOX INSERT OF GRAPH SHOWING INDIVIDUAL SCORES
Using the Profile as a Whole

The scores on Developmental Strands are important; they show what progress has been made so far and where help is needed.  But it is the Diagnostic Profile that pulls users up short and starts them  looking  at the child with new eyes. What do these scores suggest? 

· ‘Self-limiting’ features implies the child has something in him/herself that is preventing engagement with the world; maybe autism should be considered, or depression, or the deep hopelessness of a child who has been severely emotionally neglected from birth.  Such children need a warm supportive relationship but this will take much patience and confidence from staff.

· ‘Undeveloped behaviour’ suggests that the child has had too little help early on to develop the inner resources required to adjust to school. Teachers understandably find their demanding, disorganised, immature behaviour a nuisance. The response this produces is likely to reduce the child’s self confidence even further. Once staff see the underlying causes of the behaviour, their attitude changes and they start planning to meet the child’s needs in a way that helps them to maturity. Although still functioning at an early stage, they have a readily available potential for attachment and are likely to respond well to an early level relationship and appropriate experiences.

· High scores on ‘Unsupported development’ should ring alarm bells.  They suggest a profound lack of early nurturing care, and perhaps abusive treatment. The child has had no reason to trust the adults in his/her  world and protects  from hurt and total loss of self-regard by strategies that cause trouble in school  and may lead to serious problems such as mental illness or criminality later. The earlier such children are identified the greater the hope of being able to change their attitudes. The children who score heavily in the earlier columns are those who are mainly turning the hurt inward. They can be helped by staff understanding the origins of their behaviour and  offering patient and  supportive teaching.  But the behaviour underlying high scores in the later columns is more directed at others. It is likely to lead to organised and internalised anti-social behaviour patterns that because they bring the child satisfaction are difficult to change and so urgently need early and skilled intervention.
· The two London brothers who, unprovoked, murdered the 10 year old Damilola Taylor were described as ‘a pair of street children whose feral lives made them fearless of authority, brutal in their use of violence and completely without remorse’. (Times p.3 August 10, 2006)     It takes many years of sustained neglect of their basic emotional needs for young people to reach this state.

· What to do next?  First reflect on what the Diagnostic Profile has shown you. Think what the world looks like from inside that child’s head. Use your empathetic skills, your own life experience to think what might help such a child. A good school exercise is for staff to  describe  the child that gives them trouble, then as a group to puzzle out what might be lying behind the behaviour. Positive strategies then often suggest themselves. 

Seen through the Diagnostic Profile, scores on Developmental Strands are easier to interpret. Low score on ‘Participates constructively’, on ‘Responds Constructively to Others’. Why should  a child who has had no reason to trust others score better?  

The Boxall Profile  Is Not a Quick Fix

Understanding the Boxall Profile relies on clear concepts of child development which may not be part of traditional teacher training but are rapidly understood by educators, both teachers and learning support assistants. There is and has for a long time been disquiet in some professional circles that concepts which are seen as part of psychiatry or psychotherapy are beyond the competence of teachers. This is not a view shared by Marjorie Boxall. What she said is that nurture group work is ‘concerned with growth not pathology’. The more people understand what has gone into a child’s development the more appropriate will be the teaching.  

Publications to help you 

Bennathan,M.& Boxall,M. (1998) The Boxall Profile: Handbook for Teachers Pub. By the Nurture Group Network . 

Bennathan, M.& Boxall M.(2000) Effective Intervention in Primary Schools: Nurture Groups Pub.  David Fulton. 

Boxall,M. (2002) Nurture Groups in School: Principles and Practice  Pub. Paul Chapman. 

Lucas,S.,Insley,K. & Buckland G. 2006 Nurture Group Principles and Curriculum Guidelines  
All publications are available from The Nurture Group Network info@nurturegroups.org 
Marion Bennathan had a long and distinguished career in education psychology and is now Chair of The Nurture Group Network. She is co-author of the Boxall Profile Handbook and an internationally renowned writer and speaker on children with behavioural, social and emotional difficulties.

Martin Haskayne has worked in special needs settings for a number of years and is currently National Training Manager for The Nurture Group Network.  

AN EXTRACT FROM THE BOXALL PROFILE 
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The Profile is a wide sheet of paper folded twice to form an eight page booklet.  It has two Sections each consisting of a list of 34 descriptive items to be scored by a member of staff who knows the child well in class. Each list has a histogram on which the scores are recorded. Each scores has a letter alongside it, the scores for each letter are added up and put in Columns with the same letter.  
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